We appreciate the points made by Dr. Chen and colleagues, as well as the addition of materials regarding preparation of emergency departments (EDs) for severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS). We acknowledge the work performed in serving the patients and the community where SARS made such an impact. As China once again faces the challenge of the disease, Vietnam struggles to contain "bird flu," and the United States recovers from the stress of handling a widespread outbreak of influenza, we are reminded that the management of contagious disease outbreaks is a constant challenge. The lessons learned by emergency providers worldwide are a valuable source of preparation materials for future occurrences.

US emergency system and hospital leaders must prepare their personnel and processes for the broad range of nuclear, chemical, and biologic agents that potentially can sicken community members and health care providers. SARS is among the most dangerous of these agents and should be used as a model for hospital and emergency system preparedness. We should press for the development of ED surveillance systems that will provide the timely information needed by frontline care providers to protect emergency personnel.

Chen et al point out that emergency leaders need to forge a unified approach to SARS outbreaks with hospital leadership. Necessary steps include devising a new and safer approach to greeting patients in the ED, increased use of appropriate personal protective equipment, and the rapid expansion of protected patient care areas. As experience has shown, an outbreak of SARS and other highly virulent contagious diseases can severely disrupt the routine processes of medical care and threaten the lives of health care providers and citizens alike. Every community, region, and nation must be prepared to meet this challenge by adequately preparing for the next recurrence of SARS, pandemic influenza, and other international health threats.
